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“Imagine Lanark meets Something Leather, with 
a kind of Poor Things feel to it”: The politics of 
rewriting in Alasdair Gray’s Old Men in Love





Old Men in Love a male character, John Tunnock, reminiscent of  Duncan 
Thaw, 1 allowing the return of  annotator and critic Sidney Workman 
from Lanark, imitating the layout and general tonality of  the marginal 
notes of  The Book of  Prefaces, as well as turning older John Tunnock into 





of  Poor Things feel to it”. But this “pitch” [sic], if  considered from the 





texts (Plato’s The Clouds and Aubrey Menen’s The Abode of  Love), because 
the rewrites adopt a historical, sometimes political, sometimes anthro-
pological angle while allowing the rewritten characters (famous or not) 
   1.  Young Tunnock’s schooldays, his passion for Roberta Piper, his love of  American comics and 
the overall Bildungsroman structure of  chapter 16 are meant to be seen as a rewrite of  Duncan 
Thaw’s early years.







as the title of  another of  Gray’s novels points out, to follow the path of  
one or several “history maker(s)”, but the basic, enduring and maybe 
unsolved question—what history?—promptly emerges. And indeed, Old






The novel entitled Old Men in Love 3 boasts thirteen different narratives 
(sixteen if  one takes into account the various postscripts in the shape 
of  John Tunnock’s obituary, his testament, and Sidney Workman’s epi-










of  chapter 7, declares  that he “need[s] a chapter describing  the per-
formance of  [Plato’s] The Clouds” but that he can’t write it because he 
“cannot get the jokes” (p. 46), Gray the editor, a super-narrator of  sorts, 
will do that for him, not by describing the play, but by adding The Trial of  




In  this  constantly  antagonistic  relationship,  voices  are  sometimes 
shown to go berserk, as in chapter 29, an instalment of  Tunnock’s diary 
   3.  A. Gray, Old Men in Love, London, Bloomsbury, 2007. All references will be to this edition.
   4.  In fact, even if  the book cannot technically be defined as a forking paths narrative because of  
the regular recurrence of  Tunnock’s narrative, it certainly emulates that method of  novelistic con-
struction.
   5.  Namely the Athenian Republic of  Pericles, Medician Florence or Victorian England.
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Some yet  stranger encounters, metaleptic ones, also  take place  in 
























   6.  See page 156, “[Prince] enjoyed his Zoe for Ever and Ever Amen!”
   7.  A. Gray, Lanark, A Life in Four Books, London, Picador, [1981], 1991, p. 483.
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use Gray makes of  geography in Why Scots Should Rule Scotland?, where 
the author refers to Scotland as “Firths, lochs, chains of  high moorlands 
and mountains”, prompting Gavin Miller to comment on Gray’s “anti-















the cover  illustration presents a  landscape,  itself  a  stylised version of  
Glasgow. Taken together, those two illustrations seem to pave the way for 
Tunnock’s reiterated assertion of  the organicity of  creation. Landscapes, 
or cityscapes also adorn Old Men in Love, and the high angle which is 
used in all three maps point to the author’s renewed, or indeed maybe 
simply reasserted, faith in his capacity to “map the world”—one remem-
bers that both Lanark and The Book of  Prefaces end on this metaphor of  
the map—to critically and creatively examine history, whether ancient or 
contemporary.
The re-assessment of postmodernism
Tunnock’s diary, with all its mysterious female characters who enter and 
exit it in a seemingly inexplicable and certainly unexplained manner, is 
consistent with the metaphor of  the body of  fiction. Because of  their 
   8.  G. Miller, Alasdair Gray, The Fiction of  Communion, Amsterdam and New York, Rodopi, 2005, 







































   9.  For instance, a rather flustered and not very articulate Niki speaks of  “suicide with or without 
success” (p. 90).
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the epilogue to Old Men in Love claims both text and history, a historiciza-
tion hidden behind the Grayian motif  of  the debunking of  the author. 
This reclaiming is the reason for the inclusion of  all his former works 
into this last novel to date and for such an obtrusive presence of  real-life 
   10.  L. Hutcheon, The Poetics of  Postmodernism, London, Routledge, 1989, p. 56.
   11.  Many critics have recently noted the arbitrariness of  such a vision of  Gray’s works, among 
whom Gavin Miller. In his recent book, Alasdair Gray, The Fiction of  Communion, the critic insists in a 
somewhat provocative manner on Gray’s novels not being postmodernist, emphasising instead the 





































   12.  A. Gray, © 2005, <http://www.alasdairgray.co.uk/poetry/occasional/6postmodernisn.htm> 
[consulted 30/9/08].
   13.  ID., <http://www.alasdairgray.co.uk/poetry/occasional/postscript.htm> [consulted 30/09/08].
   14.  ID., <http://www.alasdairgray.co.uk/poetry/occasional/postscript.htm> [consulted 30/09/08].
   15.  A. Gray, The Book of  Prefaces, London and New York, Bloosmbury, 2000, p. 21.
|  237

























lives into a good story? (p. 89)With the help of  the Book of  Prefaces which 
supplies Old Men in Love with a programme by labelling  Socrates’s Athens 
“the world’s greatest democracy” and ancient Rome “the world’s greatest 
empire”, 17 and that of  all the great writers of  the past (from Balzac and 
Wilde  to Stevenson and Stoker) who concur, according  to Tunnock’s 






   16.  R. Kiely, Reverse Tradition, Harvard, Harvard University Press, 1997, p. 34.
   17.  A. Gray, Alasdair, The Book of  Prefaces, p. 27.
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that context,  the contemporary event used as a starting point  for  the 
modern narrative, the 9/11 terrorist attacks, can be seen as highly sym-
bolical in spite of  Gray’s own denial of  any particular significance for 




















his now famous motto “Work as  if  You Were  in  the Early Days of  a 
Better Nation”, 20 a later one, The Book of  Prefaces, adds to the message 
a variety of  flags, with one an impression of  the American one. Finally, 




   18.  R. Crawford, “Old Men in Love, by Alasdair Gray: Lessons in life and love from Glasgow’s 
Dickens”, The Independent, Friday, 9 November 2007, <http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertain-
ment/books/reviews/old-men-in-love-by-alasdair-gray-399562.html> [consulted October 2008].
   19.  Old Men in Love  was  published  in  2007,  the  year  of   the  opening  of   Scotland’s  devolved 
 Parliament.
   20.  Note that this phrase is itself  intertextual, as Gray acknowledged that he had borrowed (and 
adapted) these lines from Canadian poet Dennis Lee’s Civil Elegies and Other Poems (1968).
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In Old Men in Love, the recentering of  Gray’s fiction on the notion of  
historical and spiritual progress, which dates back to Gray’s image of  a 




















   21.  G. Miller, Alasdair Gray: The Fiction of  Communion, p. 112.
   22.  It does that in particular by granting Critias and Anytus prominent roles in the play which (as 
the critic rightly notes in the epilogue) they historically could not have had.





















tory Maker, Poor Things, Lanark, Why Scots Should Rule Scotland, but also of  
Gogol’s, Pushkin’s, Balzac’s works, or of  Angus Calder’s books to cite but 
a few.
old men are still learning
In the final analysis, Old Men in Love is fragmented, or episodic, or even 
hectic in its construction. But as the organic metaphor suggests, it can 
be seen as part of  the Grayian landscape, where narrators, characters, 







   24.  Angus Calder, the anonymous lawyer, Mastermind, the editor called Alasdair Gray with the 
irritating habit of  scribbling his comments in the margins of  the book, John Tunnock, himself  a 
figure which compresses Jock, Duncan Thaw and Alasdair Gray, and on occasions Socrates, Pericles, 
Brother Philippo.
   25.  For Gray’s own explanation of  the significance of  this title, see Alasdair Gray : La Littérature ou 
le Refus de l’Amnésie / Literature Against Amnesia, Avignon, Éditions universitaires d’Avignon, collection 
“Entre-Vues”, 2010, p. 55.
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greets his new pupils with the sentence “A dangerous age, gentlemen! 











dynamise his views both of  the variability and of  the prominence of  his-
tory. Coming full circle in his latest novel, he introduces us to a universe 
at once fictional and real where, true to his commitment to the essential 
elasticity of  time, history logically turns into prophecy:
The flaw in most histories is authors who pretend to be unprejudiced re-
porters of  fact but keep describing the world coming to a good end in their 
own comfortable state—only Carlyle saw that nations whose only guiding 
principle was economic competition were preparing a Dark Age blacker 
than earlier ones. (p. 139)
In a manner that seems to suggest an awareness of  the urgency of  the 
situation, Gray manages to close the loop of  narrative on the humanist 
project that has never been absent from his writing, or indeed any writing, 
as he forcibly reminds his readers by the constant use of  intertextual con-
tiguity. When read against contemporary events, his warning eloquently 
asserts that, like Gray’s old men, his readers are still, or should still be 
learning.
